Limited clinical usefulness of plasma corticotropin-releasing hormone, adrenocorticotropin and beta-endorphin measurements as markers of lung cancer.
We measured plasma corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH), ACTH, beta-endorphin (beta-EP), and cortisol levels as possible tumor markers in a sequence of 103, randomly selected, patients with lung cancer but without the ectopic Cushing's syndrome and in 72 age- and sex-matched controls. Plasma CRH levels of cancer patients were similar to those of controls both in patients sampled in the morning or in the afternoon. On the other hand, plasma ACTH levels of cancer patients were significantly higher than control patients both in the morning and in the afternoon and showed a preserved circadian rhythm. However, about 35% of cancer patients sampled in the morning and about 60% of those sampled in the afternoon had ACTH levels within the 95% confidence interval (CI) of controls. Also plasma beta-EP levels were more elevated in cancer patients than controls in the morning but about 33% of them and about 80% of those sampled in the afternoon had beta-EP levels within the 95% CI of controls. Despite the higher plasma ACTH levels, cancer patients had cortisol plasma levels similar to controls with preserved circadian rhythm. In conclusion, although mean plasma ACTH and beta-EP were higher in patients affected by lung cancer, their measurements, as well as those of CRH, have practically no diagnostic value. Perhaps measurement of ACTH levels in the bronchial lavage may be more helpful.